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UM SCIENTIST KEY TO NASA GENESIS PROJECT 
MISSOULA—
When a helicopter stunt pilot tries to snatch a  parachuting NASA space capsule from 
mid-air Wednesday, Dan Reisenfeld will watch with bated breath. Because if the pilot misses, a 
project Reisenfeld has worked on for the past six years “will get a lot messier.”
A new University of Montana assistant professor of physics, Reisenfeld is closely 
involved with the Genesis project, a NASA effort to collect particles of solar wind and return 
them safely to Earth. Launched three years ago, the Genesis probe is designed to reveal the 
composition of the sun and how our solar system formed from stellar dust.
Reisenfeld last worked at Los Alamos National Lab in New Mexico, where he was one of 
three people to build the probe’s concentrator — an instmment that passively gathered solar 
material. He said the concentrator is similar in design to a reflecting telescope, but instead of 
gathering and concentrating light it concentrates solar wind ions.
Genesis collected particles on special tiles made from silicon, diamond, gold, sapphire 
and other materials. Reisenfeld said the solar wind particles were traveling at about 4,000 
kilometers per second when the probe intercepted them. Scientists expect only a few grains of 
material to have been collected.
“The main science question Genesis is trying to answer is how the solar system formed,”
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he said. “Scientists are trying to learn the initial elemental abundance of the solar system when it 
formed. And since 99 percent of the mass of the solar system is in the sun, they think that it’s a 
pretty representative sample of elemental abundances from the original primordial nebula.”
He said researchers are keenly interested in the ratios of oxygen isotopes in the returned 
sample. Various models of solar system formation call for different ratios of these isotopes, so 
Genesis will help prove or disprove these theories.
Reisenfeld said Genesis spent most of its mission orbiting the Lagrange Point 1, an area 
in space where the Earth’s and Sun’s gravity cancel each other out. The LI area is located 1 
million miles away, which is 1 percent of the distance from the Earth to the Sun. The probe did 
five orbits around LI during a 29-month gathering expedition.
In April, Genesis ejected a 500-pound capsule to return its samples to Earth. By the time 
the capsule reaches Earth, it will be screaming along at 25,000 mph. It will use a series of 
parachutes to slow its descent, and then — if all goes well Wednesday — a Hollywood helicopter 
pilot will snatch the capsule out of the air using a hook to snag its parachute. The recapture point 
is above salt flats west of Salt Lake City.
Amd if the pilot misses?
“If it were to drop, a lot of the tiles inside would shatter,” Reisenfeld said. “It doesn’t 
mean the end of the world, but it would make a mess. But these guys have never missed. I met 
the pilots when we toured the location, and they are a trip. One of the guys worked on the movie, 
‘True Lies.’”
He said the capsule, which should contain the first extraterrestrial samples returned to 
Earth since the 1970s Apollo missions, will be whisked away to the Houston Space Center,
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where the moon rocks are housed.
Reisenfeld will travel to Houston Sept. 14 to help test the functionality of the probe’s 
concentrator, which will determine the quality of the samples. He then will spend months writing 
an analysis of his results. He said the answer to Genesis’ big question — where did the solar 
system come from? — won’t be known for about a year.
Reisenfeld said he accepted his new position at UM because he “wanted to teach at a 
place that takes teaching seriously. I missed the opportunity to interact with students. I also didn’t 
want to go to a university where research was the emphasis and teaching was secondary.”
However, he intends to continue working with NASA by creating a UM lab that builds 
prototypes of NASA spacecraft instrumentation.
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